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CONNECTING T H E NE PHITE STORY TO
MESOAMER I CAN R ESEARCH

Cherry B. Silver

Introduction
eaders will be att racted to Images of A11cient America by its clear
type, colo rfu l layouts, and beautiful photographs and drawings.
The haunting an d sometimes grotesque artifacts of ea rly cultures
fra med o n the pages of the book convey the wonder of an anc ient

R

world. John L. Sorenson's commentary lays out, chapter by chapter, a
remarkably fu ll picture of the lives of ancient Mesoamericans, based
on substantial research by himself and others. As the subtitle Visualizillg Book of Mormon Life suggests, the book invites readers to visually question and explore the life of Mesoamerica as it probably was
experienced by Book of Mormon peoples . From this volume, readers
see vividly and realistically a world whose prophets speak from the
dust.
This volume obviously represents more than a pho to depiction
of ancient artifacts. The book offers the fruits of a lifetime of thoughtfu l reading and w riting by a scholar of soc iocult ura l anth ropology,
an emeritus professor from Brigham You ng University. Research Press
goes to considerable expense to publish an impress ively illustrated

Review of John L. Sorenson. Images of Ancient America: Visualizing
Book of Mormon Life. Provo, Utah: Research Press, 1998. viii +
241 pp. $39.95.
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and printed volume, obviously because bo th aut hor and publ isher
judge this a very important effo rt.
In this book, Sorenson aspires to readjust the thinki ng of readers
with contrasting att itudes toward the Book of Mormon. He addresses "two types of readers, who come to the book with contrasting
assumptions. The fi rst consists of those (generally not members of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) who do not consider
the Book of Mormon to be fac tual. The second are religious believers
(,Mo rmons') who reverence that book as scripture but are no t well
acquainted with what is known about the ancie nt world" (p. I). Such
a p ragmatic approach aims to clarify Book of Mormon claims
through known facts an d br ings a "sense of realism" to readers of
the book (p. 3). So re nson app lauds the growing shift in "attention
from the apology/criticism confl ict towa rd research tha t follows the
ca nons of co nventiona l scholarsh ip as app lied to the study of othe r
ancient docu ments" (p. 2) and invites Mesoame ricanist scholars to
take seriously "unexpected informa tion" they may find in "Mormon's
codex" (pp. 3-4).
In my response to Images of Ancient America, I will examine the
struct ure of this volume. describe its dist inctive con tribu tio ns, and
offer my impressions of Sorenson's achievement.

Structure and Sources
How Is the Book Divided?
In the first part. which treats mate rial topically, Sorenson reviews
"The Land and the Peoples" and "Mesoamerican Civil ization" in general. I-Ie underscores the variety of envi ron men ts, cultures, ethnic
groups, and languages to be found in this "diverse ancient scene"
(p. 15). And he takes issue with theories too narrow or biased abollt
the origins of lhese peoples. At a meeting of physical anthropologists
in !990, "the argument for a straightforward origin of Amerindians
via the Bering Strait was said to have been 'undone' by ce rtain ar chaeologists, linguists, and gene tic ists. One sludy reported at the
meeting used the recently developed DNA technique to show 'that

SORENSON, IMAGES OF ANCIENT AMERICA (SILVER) • 25

there were at least It majo r lineages [or biological lines in the
Americas], possibly more'" (po16).
Sorenso n also speaks co rrect ively to LDS readers concerning ethnic origins: "Th roughout most if not all of Book of Mormon histo ry,
the terms Lamanite and Nephite signaled political and cultural affUialions, not biology.... Obviously, much more was going on and more
peoples and cuJtures were involved in Book of Mo rmon history than
modern readers usually detect when read ing Mormon's terse, onesided account." To support his corrective, he reminds us: "Given such
uncertainties, it is well to remember Hugh Nibley's caution, 'There is
not a word in the Book of Mormon to prevent the com ing to this
hemis phere of any number of people from any part of the world at
any time'" (p. 17).
Essen tially, Sorenson is amassin g ev idence to discount persistent
wrong thi nking. We might say that he wages war on authoritarian ignorance. In the section titled "A GaUery of Ancient Faces" (pp. 18-2 1),
fo r instance, he points to faces on anc ient statuary with noses and
beards that could link Mesoa merican people to the Middle East. He
argues this link in co ntrad iction to an thropologists who show only
statues carry in g feat ures th at are Asian and Mongolian. "Thc faces
shown here [with Israel itish features] are po rtraits of such individuals, although thei r very prese nce in Mcxico and Ce ntral America is
ignored or denied by conventional physica l anthropologists" (p. 18).
He coun ters static bclic fs and in vites consideration of broade r evidence. With languages, too, he persists, "There is much to be learned
yet. A few lin guists have shown that a significant port ion of Hebrew
vocab ular y and grammar is mixed into certain Mesoa merica n lan guages. Studies on that interesting mattcr continue" (p. 25).
After the openi ng sec tion on land, peoples, and civilization ,
Sorenso n's chapters encompass everythi ng from daily living to war to
religion. Each chapter explores various details of Mesoame ri ca n life.
So renson divides the first part of thi s book from the second with
the head ing "Book of Mormon Peoples and History" (p. \88). There
he explains another way lo look at this civil izat ion: "The first par t of
this book related informalion on Book of Mormon peoples and
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cultures to their Mesoamerica n setting, topic by topic. While that approach has va lue in be ing systemati c, it Icaves issues of history and
geography in limbo. What fo llows will co nn ect th e Neph ile story to
the Mesoamerican sce ne in terms of the broader topics of times and
places" (p. 188) .
This part thus trea ts geographi c sites and time lines. The fir st
section, "Mormon's Map in Rela tion to Mesoameri ca" (p. 188 ). dea ls
with pl ace. Further sec tions explo re wh at happened in spec ific si tes
from "Nephite History" to "The Ne phites' Pail ," " Nephites , Lam aniles, and Successor Peoples," and "The ]arecli tes." Keepin g these facts
in mind, Sorenso n explains formerly confu sing allusions in the Book
of Mormon , such as the use of the terms up and down to desc ri be
migratio ns (see pp. 194, 196) and the noti on of lim ited popul atio n
(see p. 194).
Follow ing these two major parts, two appendixes rev iew "I-I ow
We Learn about the Past" throu gh archaeology and co mplementary
studies (pp. 2 18- 23 ) and "Ol d World Co nnect ions wi th the New"
(p p. 224-27). [n his attempt to educa te scholars, So renso n repo rts
th at he worked with Ma rtin H. Raish in documen ting con tacts with
the New World pri or to Colu mbus. I Im ages of Ancie1J t America desc ribes voyages and immigrations in such a way as to counter not io ns
commonly ta ught by arch;j cologists that all ea rl y inhabitants crossed
a Bering Straits land bridge from Mongolia 10 Alaska . Yet the Book o f
Mo rmon migrations arc only three among many: "One version of the
Near Eastern theory is recoun ted in the Book of Mormon. It remai ns
a question fo r futu re resea rch to determi ne, howeve r, what degree of
influence the three Book of Mormon voy,lges had on Mesoamerican
c ult ures, or wheth er o ther voyages. say by Polynesia ns or Chinese,
had major, direct influ ence a ll New World areas" (p. 224) .

I.
Endnote 2 18 of IlIIugei refe rs 10 John L. Soren so n and Mutin H. R,li sh. Pre·
e l/lum bil'" e li/liar ' wilh Ill e Amerims Il cross rh e Oceuu s: All AII I/Of"l... d l1i/llhl.~ ruf'hy
(Provo, Utah: Research Press, t996). [n a perso na! in terview, 6 Septem ber 1998, John
Sorenso n affi rmed that thi, 1,200- pJge, two- volume bibliography of tr.lIlsoceJll ic voyages
"rubs so me peo pk·s n usc~ in so me th ings they ollght to know:'
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Even Nephi, son of Lehi. Sorenson argues, denied attempting to
transp lant Israelite cu lture: " Nephil was explicit in saying that he
tried to weed out many Jewish notions in founding his new colony
(see 2 Nephi 25:1-5 ), although a version of the law of Moses was
foUowed."
Sorenson concludes that "a huge body of writings" convinces
him that sea -voyages must be considered "despite the fact that a majority of scholars still refuse to examine the evidence seriously" (p. 224).
The final pages of the book provide endnotes, illustration credits,
references, and scripture and subject indexes. Here, to my mind, lies a
possib le fault, and certainly an inconvenience. Sorenson provides
endnotes and gives credit for illustrations to a wide range of sources.
But his list of refe rences covers mostly external scholars and does not
cite his own articles and books nor all of the LDS scholars he refers to.
One regrets this disappointing shortening because the blending of
Mormon with secular scholarship in his commentary and endnotes
makes a great contribution to our understanding.
Where Does He Obtain His Information?
Sorenson draws on the findings of academics ranging wide ly
across research disciplines in depicting the Mesoamerican way of life.
His sources range from codices written by the Spanish conquerors to
the work of anthropologists like Michael Coe and H. B. Nicholson,
geographer Paul Kirchoff, physical anthropologist Eusebio Davalos
Hurtado, and analyst of clothing in the codices Patricia Rieff
Anawalt. He refers to research by Book of Mormon specialists such as
Hugh Nibley, Wells lakeman, lohn Welch, Noel Reynolds, and Brian
Stubbs. He also reports on his own extensive studies of ancient
America, the results of which have appeared in books and articles
across "nearly five decades" of scholarship (p. I). His text and comprehensive endnotes tap those decades of research.
While descr ibing the debates that occur within the field of an thropology, Sorenson pays tribute to the level of civilization found in
Mesoamerica (see p. 26). He also commends the work of Mexican
investigators who " probe ... sources" hidden to the methods of
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European-t rained schola rs and who are discovering that "the Mesoamericans also possessed immense bodies of systematized lore in
astronomy, mathematics, engineering, medicine, botany, literature,
art, philosophy, cosmology, and other fields of knowledge and creativity" (p. 30). "Im pressive," he concludes. "Very useful," I would add,
thinking of how I teach students of early American literature to visualize a real istic and varied civil ization. I have used Images of Allcient
America in my classes to provide a needed corrective to the standard
stories of conquest of an ignorant native people by "civ ilized"
Europeans.
On another level, Sorenson visually substantiates his theories by
connecting the people to geography with precise photographs of
Guatemalan and southern Mexican terrain. And on still another level
he re-creates the thinking of the times through evidence from early
Spanish literary documents and hints drawn from monuments, artifacts, pictographs, and inscriptions. The resulting riches of informa tion could be overwhelming, but Sorenson so nicely catalogues them
that o ne feels able to dip back at will to refresh and deepen first
impressions.

Contributions
Images of Ancient America enriches Book of Mormon studies in
three important ways:
I. It illuminates the Book of Mormon as a genuine artifact of
an ancient culture. So renson describes a people and a time in Mesoamerica by comb ining anthropological insights with the Book of
Mormon's religious text. He finds clues with in the text to sites and
cities and sees evidence for patterns of living. He presents the cu ltural context of the Book of Mormon peoples. seei ng them realisti cally as participants in a society, shaped by traditions, subject to political forces, and constrained by geography and natural resources.
He reminds us along the way that members of the ruling classes,
the educated elite, wrote the Book of Mormon mainly for their own
spiritual purposes. Only unconsciously do the writers suggest something about the everyday pursuits and daily lives of the people. He
then matches ideas from the text with evidence turned up by archae-
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ologists, whose artifacts and d igs of ancient sites show details of the
life of ordinary people only implied by Book of Mormon writers.
Although he finds strong relationships between text and research,
Sorenson is cautious and uses many qual ifiers, not claiming that all
information is compatible. In this he wants to warn believers away
from enthus iastic invention beyond reasonable knowledge, and so he
is careful to qualify his conclusions.
For the most part, anthropological findings help Book of Mo rmon readers and believers reach sound judgments. In turn, Sorenson
believes, a close readin g of the text could help researchers expand
their understanding of Mesoamerican life. Images of Ancient America's first achievement, therefore, lies in creating a picture of ancient
humanity that is illuminated by these two important sources.
2. Sorenson evaluates theories from an anthropological standpoint. Research methods in anthropology have changed and, con sequently, findings have increased. Sorenson uses a clever contrast to
illustrate this change: He begins this book with a photograph of
Alfred Percival Maudslay, the early classic archaeologist who singlehandedly masterminded a dig and analyzed its results (see p. 1). In
contrast, he closes the book with an appendix on modern archaeology, describing the "soph isticated imaging equipment," the "large
team of researchers" (p. 2(8), and the many "complementary studies"
(pp. 222-23) that interpret remains with a degree of sophisticat ion
and subtlety far beyond what Maudslay could have imagined.
Because he has so thoroughly assimilated material dealing with
ancient America, Sorenson can present his views in an informative,
yet almost conve rsational tone. Taking a stance for impartial veracity,
he admits that much is not yet known and chides the overzealous
among both Book of Mormon defenders and skeptics. He commends
and ci tes the work of many contemporary scholars, both nonMormon and Latter-day Saint. He himself paints a picture so detailed that it becomes convincing. if not irrefutable, particularly
when broadly supported by contemporary resea rch.
3. The format of the book, including added sidebars, enhances
the reader's perusal of the text. After recounting known anthropological
information under each topic, Sorenson dramatizes aspects of the

30 • FARMS REVIEW

OF BOOKS

12/1 (2000)

lives of Book of Mormon peoples with evidence from the Book of
Mormon itself. In many of the sections. a sidebar entitled "Visualizing Book of Mormon Life" blends what is known about Mesoamerica with what is known from the scriptures. Sorenson provides
context for Book of Mormon stories through geographic, cultural,
and socia l information. The author's com mentary he re is wideranging and generally focused on known facts, but it is sometimes
chatty and usually lively. The att ractive graphic design enhances the
reader's understanding. This multifaceted substantiation of the Book
of Mormon world is the book's greatest cont ribution.
To observe an example of Sorenson's method, see the section entitled "Cities, Towns, and Villages" (p. 102). He explains that Mesoamerican cities were small and villages were seen as the "ideal pattern," although some cente rs like Teotihuacan in central Mexico
might have had a population exceeding 100,000. Sorenson reminds
readers that in biblical terms cities meant "administrative centers
over regions" and even "t iny posts for armed garrisons" (p. 102).
Then in a sidebar, he reports:
The Book of Mormon distinguishes five levels of settlement size: great cities, ci ties, towns, villages, and small villages. Book of Mormon cities are often named, but their size
clearly varied greatly. Perhaps on the small end of thc scale
was Helam, built by Alma's people. It was designated a city
almost from the moment it was sett led-by fewer than five
hundred people (see Mosiah 18:35; 23:20). Only four of the
more than fo rty Nephite and Lamanite cities whose names
are given in the record are termed "great cities." although
others, unnamed , were conceived as having the same rank
(see Helaman 7:22; 3 Nephi 8:14). But we should be cautious
about overestima ting the actual population size of even the
largest of those, for Mormon's record also refers to Jerusalem
in Palestine as a "great city" (I Nephi 1:4) even though its
population down to Lehi's time may neve r have exceeded
twenty-five thousand inhabitants (in Solomon's fabled day it
had only around three lhousand). (p. 103)
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Here Sorenson's in format ion about numbers and terms helps
clarify proportions and set the scene. His method includes referr ing
to specific scriptures. He also includes biblical data for comparative
purposes, thus relating the ancient world to conditions in modern
Mesoamerica. Th rough such explanatio ns he introduces the reader
to Book of Mormon peoples in a tangible, believable context.
In the section on cities, towns, and villages, Sorenson includes an
aerial photograph of a co ntemporary Pacific Coast hamlet to il1us~
lrate modern housing clusters and a photograph of a mountain valley in the present-day Cunen area of Gua temala to illustrate how a
"land" might be defined either as a territory like a valley with an "ad~
mi nist rative center" or as an "economic entity" with wider boundar ies (p. 102). He also adds a sketch of an archaeological site from
late Olmec times and, more prominently, an artist's re-creation of a
magni fi cem city from 200 B.C.: El Mirador, in northern Guatemala.
The site was excavated in the 1980s by BYU archaeologist Ray T.
Matheny, but Sorenson decla res in an endnote that it "has no identifiable connection with Book of Mormon lands" (p. 229 n. 74).
The diversi ty of these illustrations in style and time periods
highlights a limitation inherent in this book-its lack of conclusive
ev idence. Clear and dramatic as the photographs and d rawings are,
they must be interpreted from a certain viewpoint in order to relate
them to the Book of Mormon. And the interpretations given here depend on Sorenson's personal skill and intuition, although he offers,
where possible, documented scholarship.
In another example of his method, under "War and the Military,"
So renson discusses weapons and armor in ancient times. Turn ing to
what is known about this from the Book of Mormon, he says:
All the weapo ns employed in nat ive Mesoamerica may
be referred to in the Book of Mormon. Often the connections are obv ious (for example, "spears," Alma 17:7). Certain
other names of weapons in (hat text (for example, "axe" and
"sword") leave us unclear in both the Nephite record, as in
Spanish descriptions of native weapons that speak, vaguely,
about the appearance and function of the me ntioned
weapons. Yet enough plausible match ups are apparent that
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seeing Mesoamerican weapons gives us val uable clues to understand those of the Nephites. (p. 130)
On pages 130 and 131, Images of Anciellt America shows museum
specimens of an Aztec spear-thrower and sketches of weapons and a
hunter. Sorenson cites five othe r passages from Alma about armor
and clothing and ways of '''casting ove r ... arrows' at the enemy"
(p. 130). His endnote gu ides the reader to articles from Latter-day
Sa int schola rs William J. Hamblin and A. Brent Merrill that specifically exp lore weaponry. Leaving the minute evidence to these individual works, Sorenson offers general explanation s that link Mesoamerican life with the scriptural account in a logical but tempered
way.

Evaluations
Melding Two Worlds
In this intriguing volume, John Sorenson sets himself a dangerous task, ap t to be misunderstood by both crit ics and advocates of
the Book of Mormon. While both wa nt to compare the worlds of
scholarship and rel igious fa ith , critics underscore differences; advocates find similarities. However, because Sorenson aims to successfully meld the worlds of scholarship and religious text in one vol ume, he attempts to upset stereotypes and advance understanding of
an ancient religious wo rld from t ......o bases, as it has never been clari fied and illustrated before.
Not every reader will approve Sorenson's stepping back from
making absolute connections. Groomed on early discoveries of impressive links between stela, pyramids. and Book of Mormon culture
by Sidney Sperry, Milton R. Hunter, Pau l Cheesman, Bruce Warren,
Thomas Ferguson, and others, LOS readers may expect greater certitude in this volume. [nstead Sorenson o ffers reasoned hypotheses
and, where evide nce is sca nty and ties are vague, acknowledges the
uncertainties. However, for the reader who presses ahead through the
whole book, the sheer mass of evidence builds confidence in the
sto ry told by Book of Mo rm on narrators. Page by page, throu gh
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more than fifty topics, Sorenson's cau tiously developed links build an
excit in g picture of a complete civ ilization. He is obv iously not so
much trying to prove the authenticity of the Book of Mormon by the
anthropological detail as aiming to enrich its story by representing a
comp lex, accurate view of ancient life. And for one segment of his
Morm on audience, Sorenson proposes the book as a guide and corrective. "I particu larly hope," he writes. "that artists. fil mmakers, pagean t producers, and writers who deal with the Book of Mormon will
enrich and disc ipline their creative work by use of the information in
this book" (p. 4 ).
Offering "Slant" Insights
Since tracing comm on places of people's lives occupies the sociocultural an thropologist. he must draw hints from and make connections wi th the physical evidence by looking at the texts slantwise. 2
Sorenso n thus hunts for suggestions from the Book of Mormon text
and does not expect its authors to fully clarify and depict social conditio ns or cult ural customs.
Arguments for geogra phy take on new meaning in Images of
Ancient America. Sorenson is known for his earlier book, An Ancient
Setting for the Book of Mormon,3 in which he speaks effectively for the
Guatemala highlands and southern Mexico as a setting for Nephite
and Lamanite cities. Not until viewing the magnificent photographs
included in Images of Ancient America, however, did I feel strongly
that this richly var ied land co uld conv incingly hold the peoples and
events of Book of Mormon history as othe r suggested lands cou ld
not.
I find Images of Ancient America to be a landmark book, provid in g a substantial bridge between research and religious communities
1I1 its scholarship, answe ring questions long posed by Book of
2. ]n poem 1129, "Tell all the Truth but teU it sla n t,~ Emil y Dickinson 5uggest$ how
the poet reveals subtle truths.
3. John L. Sorenson, Au Ancieut America'l Settingfor file Book of MOI'molZ (Sal! take
City: Descn~t Book and FARMS, 1985).
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Mormon readers abou t the actua l life of these peoples, and setting
forth key verbal and visual arguments for a Mesoamerican setti ng for
this nar rative. Its page design and format help present th ose messages strongly, and readers should appreciate its value as a reference
work. Images of AtlCient America weighs in not only as a large book,
but as one large in considerations worth heartfelt study.

